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A MILLION-BILLION DOLLAR GNP-
INSANITY OR GROWTH? 
THE CONSUMPTION EXPLOSION 
By Douglas LaFollette-:' 
From the expansive rhetoric regarding a new environmental 
consciousness, one might conclude that man has already sub-
stantially resolved his environmental crisis. However, apart from 
an increased awareness of the problems and a few inceptive pro-
grams to treat the problems, man's approach to the environment 
remains essentially unchanged. Anyone who is relieved simply 
by the increase in environmental research and environmental 
legislation does not understand the dimensions of the crisis. 
Man's understanding of the environment, if indeed he is to 
understand, will involve at least two stages. Characterizing the 
first stage will be the adoption of a fundamental conservationist 
attitude. The second stage will be marked by a more sophisticated 
appreciation of man's own ecological niche. If man's under-
standing does not evolve along these lines, he will be inviting his 
own extinction. Though we seem to be arriving at the first stage 
of environmental sanity, the critical second stage still lies far 
ahead. 
While we have at long last admitted that there are constraints 
to the biblical injunction for man to multiply and conquer the 
earth, we are constantly reminded that pollution can be curbed 
only if someone can make a profit at it. General Motors will install 
a $20 catalytic muffler and charge the public $150 for it, all in the 
interests of saving lives. But will General Motors produce fewer 
cars and encourage more mass transit? Can GM's "war on 
pollution" be taken seriously when the auto industry pleads for 
1980 deadlines for producing a "pollution free" vehicle and spends 
one thousand times more each year to change models than for 
air pollution control development? Con Edison will-when 
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forced-use low sulphur coal but will Con-Ed stop its multi-
million dollar advertising campaign to encourage greater power 
consumption? During 1969, public utilities spent more than eight 
times as much on advertising as they did on research. And only 
miniscule amounts of that research money was spent on solving 
environmental problems. 
Let us examine some of the features of the conservationist and 
anti-pollutionist approach (stage one) to environmental prob-
lems. 
The solution is often seen as a series of defensive battles against 
any attack on the environment; last year a battle to ban DDT, 
this year thermal pollution from a nuclear power plant or lead 
in auto gasoline, next year a land fill to construct a shopping 
center or build an airport. The issue must be identified, it must 
be proven that real damage is being done, and then support 
must be organized to try to stop or alter somewhat the damage. 
By the time this whole process is completed, it is often too late: 
the redwoods are cut down, the eagle has become extinct, Lake 
Erie is dead. 
Environmental problems are seen as more or less independent 
of each other. There is water pollution, air pollution, solid wastes, 
noise pollution, thermal pollution, threatened wilderness, en-
dangered species, population, etc. Citizens, legal battles, and 
government hearings focus on one or more aspects of these prob-
lems and deal with them as separate problems. As a result, anti-
pollutionists in one area will fight to halt the pollution coming 
from the stacks of the neighborhood power plant, while con-
servation groups in another area will protest the construction of 
a nuclear power plant. Meanwhile, the need for continually 
expanding power consumption is never questioned. 
Pollution can be eliminated by the use of more advanced 
technology. This attitude accepts short-sighted "band-aid" mea-
sures as final solutions. So a catalytic muffler on every car would 
take care of automobile pollution, building more and larger 
sewage treatment plants would clear our waters, cooling towers 
on nuclear power plants would take care of thermal pollution, 
discovering a substitute for lead in gasoline or phosphates in 
detergents would solve our air and water problems. 
This kind of thinking deludes us into complacency and delays 
the realization that technology can serve us only if we use it 
properly. Its misuse and overuse has had a destructive impact on 
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our environment. In many areas we have already reached the 
point where more technology would reduce the quality of our 
lives. We must begin to ask if mindless growth of technology 
itself is not a form of pollution. 
The conservationist, anti-pollutionist approach is doomed to 
failure because it does not relate the deterioration of our environ-
ment to the issues of poverty, population, war, economic growth, 
social change, and life style. Most citizens, government officials, 
and much of the media think that "meeting the environmental 
crisis" amounts to banning DDT, increasing the number of 
sewage treatment plants, deleading gasoline, and filtering emis-
sions from smokestacks. 
If however, pollution, garbage, resource depletion, the popu-
lation explosion, and threatened wilderness are seen as symp-
toms of a larger "ecological crisis," then it becomes clear that 
"cleaning up the environment" involves revolutionary changes 
in our values and our concept of "a healthy economy." To enter 
stage two we must come quickly to grasp with the meaning of 
finite and with the finality of extinction. The fact that our planet 
is indeed a closed system must become our guiding principle if 
survival is to be our goal. 
Within this closed system, our "space ship earth," there are 
presently 3! billion people demanding a $3 trillion dollar level of 
economic activity. It is revealing to admit that almost one-half 
of this economic production goes to supply the "needs" of only 
5% of the world's population. 
Eco-thinking warns us that this present rate of so called eco-
nomic productivity, even with present population, cannot be 
sustained for long. But we do not get off that easily. Two major 
historic trends, both of which were once desirable but which, in 
today's world are dangerous relics, help to make the present crisis 
into a not-so-distant catastrophe. 
The Third World wants, rightly so, to improve their standard 
of living to include a sufficiency of food, housing and schools, 
medical care, and unfortunately even some electric can openers 
or aluminum cans. At the same time, as if to exacerbate the 
problem and frustrate their attempt at progress, we, the affluent 
members of the overdeveloped societies, push onwards toward 
never-ending economic growth. It should be obvious that it is 
impossible for us to cope with the $30 trillion world GNP that 
would result if all nations achieved U.S. levels of effluent pros-
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perity. Yet on top of this, one must place the yet unchanged 
and only newly challenged set of values that demand our pro-
duction-promotion-consumption syndrome continue to soar. 
"Healthy economic growth," so reliable economists tell me, has 
been and should remain at about 3% per year. Simple math 
reflects the inherent insanity. At 3% per year our real GNP will 
double in 24 years and if the rest of the developing world keeps 
pace, the world's GNP can be marked at $60 trillion. 
Now, as if to pile more straw on a dead camel, we must 
seriously remind ourselves that the earth's population is not 
exactly stable. Rather it is increasing at 2% each year, which 
means our population will double in the next 3S years, or by 2000 
our World GNP should reach the totally impossible level of over 
one hundred trillion dollars. (This is a consumption level of 40 
times present levels.) 
Many people have expressed dire concern about the population 
explosion, and I share the belief that we must reach zero popula-
tion growth as soon as possible. The real threat, however, even 
if population growth should level off, is the consumption explosion 
people create. No one has ever maintained that we shall kill our-
selves off by crowding elbow to elbow across the earth. Neverthe-
less it is evident that starvation is at crisis levels for half the 
people living today and will get increasingly worse despite glow-
ing reports of green revolutions which are supposed to solve our 
food production problems. The increase in food supply which can 
be optimally expected will, as Nobel laureate Burloug warns, 
stave off starvation only for a decade or so. Plague and famine, 
which are nature's tools, will control the earth's population if 
man continues to be unwilling to face his own demise,but mind-
less overuse of earth's non-renewable resources will enable man 
to join the growing list of extinct species. 
Another fact of our consumption-destruction explosion is that 
environmental deterioration expands disproportionately relative 
to population growth. Simply put, pollution and consumption 
of non-renewable resources increase 4 to 8 times as fast as popu-
lation. This concept applies to power, cars, highways, telephones, 
and, in fact, to all transportation, communication, construction 
and production. N on-renewable resources include minerals, 
water (in many cases), fossil fuel and even food. How can food 
be non-renewable? The answer is simple: increased population 
forces over-production (misuse) of farmland and extension of 
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agriculture to marginal land. Poor land requires greater energy 
in terms of fertilizer, irrigation and pesticides. Once land is 
depleted it may not recover-it may be non-renewable, like the 
Sahara Desert, the Middle East or Asia or Greece. A second 
example is readily found in the death of many fishing grounds 
by greedy over-fishing. This disproportionately negative impact 
on the environment caused by population growth is shown dras-
tically by comparing population expansion to a number of eco-
nomic developments which directly affect the environment. 
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FIGURE 1. Projected expansion of economic developments directly 
affecting the environment. (Based on data appearing in RESOURCES IN 
AMERICA'S FUTURE (Johns Hopkins Press, 1962), authored by Hans 
H. Landsberg, L. L. Fishman, and J. Fischer.) 
If we add in this factor of a 4-8 fold environmental cost for a 
doubling of population, our World Destruction Product (WDP) 
begins to boggle the mind at a million-billion dollars per year. 
Even the most wide eyed, optimistic technocrat knows this is 
impossible-we live in a closed system, a finite world. 
Why do we find ourselves in this predicament? Primarily 
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because of our money-making drives-dollars and drachmas, 
rupees and rubles, pounds and pesos-money takes precedence 
over all other values. Dedicated to minimizing costs and maxi-
mizing profits we have overlooked, sometimes intentionally, 
environmental costs. In addition, due to man's brief life span, 
we are prone to consider only short term costs and benefits. Man, 
although a relative newcomer to earth, has been gracing its 
surface for almost 2 million years, and we must keep perspective 
when we speak of a few years. If he is to meet a better fate than 
the hundreds of extinct species, homo sapiens must learn to see 
beyond the end of his nose. An ecologically sound philosophy 
considers several hundred years as only a short time. 
Because of their two or four year political life spans, politi-
cians are particularly prone to short-sightedness. Their myopia 
is most regrettable since government is supposed to balance con-
flicting special interests and to protect our general welfare. Until 
a "clear and present" danger is demonstrated, little is accom-
plished-hence, the term "government by catastrophe." Govern-
ment, hindered in its effectiveness by a gargantuan bureaucracy 
and by self-interested officials bent upon re-election or re-
appointment, seems unable to implement long-range ecologically 
sound solutions and seems endlessly confused over which "band-
aids" to apply to the environmental problems before it. 
A case in point is the routine disasters resulting from offshore 
oil exploitation. Almost weekly headlines about the "latest" oil 
slick attest to man's inability to safely remove this non-renewable 
resource. The problem arises, of course, because environmental 
safety runs counter to economic considerations. Warnings about 
the chance of oil leaks were first ignored over 10 years ago. Due 
to local pressure, mainly from Santa Barbara, the Interior 
Department in 1967 created a two-mile buffer zone inside of 
which no drilling could take place. When oil slicks began to ap-
pear, citizens asked for a halt to drilling or at least an extension 
of the buffer zone. President Johnson's executive decision, to 
continue drilling, was made in light of an expensive war in South-
east Asia and a political desire not to raise taxes. He was well 
aware that rentals, royalties and bonus payments from expanded 
off-shore drilling meant billions for Government coffers, (1.6 
billion from Santa Barbara alone). Conservationist, Stewart 
Udall, then Secretary of Interior, under pressure from LBJ, 
misled the public by reassuring them that drilling was under 
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close surveillance and that it was perfectly safe. Finally, Sen. 
Edmund Muskie and Sen. Dennings Randolph voiced fears of 
pollution. But the government acted too slowly and too late and, 
as the reader knows only too well, oil slicks are not a thing of the 
past. In late 1970, just to prove that environmental expediency 
is not a partisan issue, Presiden t Nixon ordered the In terior 
Department to arrange for more off shore oil production in order 
to help control inflation. Again short term politics versus long 
term ecology-never the twain shall meet. 
A sudden, visually dramatic, pollution problem such as the 
Santa Barbara oil spill impels governmental response, albeit in 
the form of government-by-crisis. Yet where the despoiling 
process is gradual, as, e.g., with Lake Erie, and the responsibility 
difficult to pinpoint, government is likely not to act at all. Thus 
problems of slow environmental degradation appear ultimately 
more dangerous than their more sudden coun terparts. 
Governmen t officials are by no means alone in their non-
appreciation of the need for environmental balance (stage two). 
Members of the ivory tower set, scientists, economists, and col-
lege administrators, have been remiss in the research and teaching 
of environmental understanding. The dangerous social attitude 
that scientists should refrain from value judgments and serve 
solely as high priests of technology is only lately being chal-
lenged. I have yet to see an economic text that questioned the 
mindless economic growth that all Presidents and countless 
mayors espouse, as if such growth were as sacred as motherhood. 
What we desperately need is a new breed of economics to replace 
the outdated and dangerous theories of Keynes and Adam Smith. 
We further need new systems of higher education. University 
administrators have been criticized for their failure to create true 
"Survival U's," genuinely relevant universities, where the inter-
linking threats to human existence are seriously examined. 
Probably most criticized, however, are the captains of indus-
try, both great and small, who have utterly disregarded the 
environment. Nevertheless, these men are not uniquely culpable, 
for they are, after all, only products of a dollar-oriented society, 
one utterly heedless to the environmental consequences of its 
ways. Their obligation to stockholders and their unwillingness to 
give up classical profit motivation apparently commit them to 
quantity rather than quality growth. In the words of Milton 
Barlow of St. Joseph's Lead Co., "My company will only make 
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changes when it is forced to make changes. Health, community 
health, plays second fiddle to increased production and bigger 
profits." In a rare case when the Attorney General of the United 
States filed "civil" (not criminal) suits against firms discharging 
mercury into waterways, one U.S. attorney said, "even though 
we know that mercury kills people and drives them insane, the 
companies doing the dumping still argue economics." 
In this finite world, it is clear that human consumption as well 
as human population cannot expand indefinitely. The earth's 
capacity to carry people who would consume at present American 
levels has been estimated to be from one to two billion. Already 
we are perilously close to this limit. For the sake of a qualitatively 
more desirable existence, and ultimately survival itself, funda-
mental changes in human values must take place. Such changes, 
however, can occur only after man has understood that pollution 
truly jeopardizes his future and that dominancy cannot always 
be his place in the world. 
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